A data-based comparison of the effect of prefixation on valency in Czech and German
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Czech and German represent two languages in which prefixation is the most frequent way of forming
new verbs (Fleisher 2012: 373; Kortvélyessy 2016) and in which the addition of a prefix can have an
effect on the valency of the base verb, i.e., the number and function of syntactic positions that are
required by the verb (cf. examples 1, 2 where the prefixed verb has an additional patient position).

This interaction has been investigated in both languages (Jirsova 1979; Uher 1987; Stiebels 1996;
Wunderlich 1997; Zeller 2001) and the analogies found between Slavic and Germanic prefixes
(Svenonius 2004; Ramchand 2008) have mostly been approached from a formal perspective using a
number of selected examples. Our goal is to examine this issue from a data-based perspective, using a
combination of data resources on word-formation and valency properties of verbs.

We use a list of Czech and German verbs from comparable corpora (Cermék et al. 2000; Geyken et al.
2007) annotated for their morphemic structure using available resources combined with manual post-
checking (Slavickova 1975; Kyjanek et al. 2021) from which we extracted pairs of prefixed verbs and
their base verbs. To analyze the valency changes that happen between the verbs in each pair, we use a
lexical resource (SynSemClass; UreSova et al. 2023) which includes both Czech and German verbs
and categorizes them into semantic classes (cf. classes for leben ‘to live’ in example 3).

Each verb in a particular class is linked to a specific valency frame in a valency lexicon (Holzner
2016; Jindal et al. 2022; Lopatkova et al. 2022; UreSova 2024). This allows us to carry out the
analysis on the level of changes in specific semantically related valency frames of the base verb and
prefixed verb, and also deal with the differences in valency descriptions in the individual lexicons
available for the two languages. The final sample includes 869 Czech and 214 German items, i.e.,
individual links between a valency frame of the prefixed verb and a valency frame of its base verb.

The results show that the verb pairs in Czech and German behave similarly in a number of ways. In
both languages, the addition of a prefix does not lead to any valency change in the majority of cases.
When there is a change, it most often includes the addition of the patient argument (cf. examples 1, 2).
In the third valency position (which contains the addressee, origin or effect position), the data
document that although previous descriptions have mostly focused on the addition of valency
positions, prefixation can also result in a position being removed (cf. example 4).

Despite limitations due to the coverage of the SynSemClass lexicon in both languages, the analysis
demonstrates the possibility of using a combination of word-formation and valency data resources to
reveal analogical cross-lingual patterns in the interaction between prefixation and valency.



Examples
(1) jemand lebt > jemand er-lebt etwas
‘someone lives’ ‘someone lives through something’

(2) nékdo spi > nékdo pro-spi néco
‘someone sleeps’ ‘someone sleeps through something’

(3) leben:  vec00400 ‘A Protagonist is alive’
vec00308 ‘A Resident has his/her seat at Place’
vec00600 ‘A Participant_1 lives with Participant_2’

(4) nékdo prodd néco nékomu > nékdo vy-prodd néco
‘someone sell something to someone’  ‘someone sells out something’
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